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Abstract: Experimental Practices by Ciaran Begley (AKA Kieran Begley) 
Exhibition 
I have presented three works for examination 
The Limelight; a high temperature light source projected into the gallery as an image.  
The Ceramic projector was manned by me as a performative installation. The 
working projector was staged outside the gallery as a display while inside the gallery 
the image of the reaction was projected. 
Soot-on-porcelain; a ceramic sculpture finished with a carbon surface.  This simple 
object absorbs light and is the product of a series of ceramic experiments. 
Origami Wall; an audience activated kinetic sculpture. Based on a series of origami 
based calculations the kinetic object follows the movements of a complex origami 
model made large out of a plywood wall sheet. 
 
Research Paper 
In my paper I investigate the experimental nature of my multidisciplinary practice 
through theory and visual stimulus.  I look at the image as a basis for aesthetic, 
emotional, and philosophical investigation; grounding my research in practice, 
contemporary photographic theory, ancient philosophy and modern physics. 
I look at developments in my installational practice in terms of Minimalist and 
Institutional concerns and performance installation in regards to Relational 
Aesthetics; this analysis of both the medium and context of the work leading to new 
strategies in exhibition practice.  
The grounding of theory in practice has over the course of my Masters project led to 
a new conception of my work as a series of exercises in medium reflexive practice. 
This paper outlines medium reflexivity and how this concept has shaped the work I 
have developed for my final examination as an experimental exhibition. 
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Introduction 
Experimental: 
1. a. Relating to or based on experiment. 
b. Given to experimenting. 
2. Of the nature of an experiment; constituting or undergoing a test. 
3. Founded on experience; empirical.1 
 
The concept of the experiment is fundamental for me as it encompasses an 
empirical or phenomenal observational interest, research into the observations 
made, the positing of hypotheses, and the testing of those hypotheses (in the case of 
art: exhibiting to viewers). 
My studio practice is exploratory and experimental in nature and involves the 
investigation of a variety of disciplines and conceptual concerns. I often work from 
observation, making iterative physical objects, and see these investigations through 
to their natural conclusions.  The resulting works may fundamentally differ from each 
other in nature but are the result of a consistent process of testing, failure and 
reiteration. This thesis will primarily document the conceptual and practical 
development of my practice, contextualising my work in relation to process. The 
thesis will follow several different lines of enquiry, finding links across these where 
applicable. 
In preparing this paper I have examined my work and those of the artists I most 
admire, searching for a linking thread to what I look for and what I present in 
exhibition practice.  During this research I have looked to my role as a viewer as the 
basis for what I present as an artist; as a viewer I hold the work I see in galleries to a 
few basic rules:  
- The work must arrest my interest; without a hook pulling me to engage in 
further enquiry I often will walk past a work. I do not believe any work should 
presume that all viewers will stop and look in detail.  
                                                          
11
 Angus Stevenson and Catherine Soanes, Oxford Dictionary of English, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005). 
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- The work must reward my interest; without some deeper material or 
conceptual depth a purely superficial interest only leads me to regret my 
wandering eye. 
- The work must challenge me.  Though broad this last criteria is the most 
important.  When I have been arrested, interested and challenged only then 
do I rate the work highly. 
 
I hold my work accountable to these rules and use a variety of strategies to capture 
the viewer’s attention, reward their interest and challenge them with something new, 
beautiful or intellectually transformative.   
 
In this paper I will discuss the development of various works to give both an 
understanding of my practice and the underlying philosophical interests I have 
developed.  My research has been practical and philosophical but it has also been 
visual and in this paper I have included a number of images that make my points 
themselves, and discuss the nature of this visual capacity.   
 
The first sections of the paper explain my experimental approach through a series of 
projects, each investigating an observed phenomena, and how I developed my work 
in relation to each observation. These first four sections focus on images; how they 
influence my work, view of the world and my understanding of the physical world.  
 
In the first section I discuss my cloud paintings. I describe the need for me to 
investigate through practice the effect Constable’s cloud study had on me. 
 
In the second section I go on to discuss my emotional reaction to the ongoing 
phenomena of horrific images in the press and my own processing of the emotional 
reaction I have through the practice of photorealist drawing. This led to a show in 
2015 involving both the cloud paintings and a newspaper drawing called bird of 
doom. 
 
In the third section I discuss how photography as a medium is used to alter our 
perception of the world through the work of Eadweard Muybridge; his galloping 
horses. 
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The fourth section considers the development of my projected bulb works, working 
from an image-based physical phenomenon, and how it has led me to develop a 
series of works displaying that phenomenon as an aesthetic experience. 
 
The visual aspect of my research has also led to its own philosophical resolutions 
which I discuss in Appendix I. 
 
In the middle sections of this paper (five to seven) I move on to talk about the effect 
the work of Richard Serra, Donald Judd, and the writing of Rosalind Krauss have 
had on expanding the possibility of embodying phenomena in the aesthetic 
experience. I explore how this has led to developments in my own practice. I then 
focus specifically on the development of a performance installation that can only be 
contextualised through relational aesthetics. I discuss how this post-minimalist view 
of art as an arena of social exchange has led to socially grounded art experiences in 
my work and work I curated. 
 
In the final sections of this paper (eight to ten) I explain the selection criteria I arrived 
at for my final works, the ‘medium specificity’ that runs through them all as a theme, 
and how that applies to the works selected for examination. ‘Medium reflexivity’ is a 
self-coined term developed to explain my consistent interest in how the medium of 
certain works is essential to their execution and reading.   
 
I conclude with images documenting my final show and give an evaluation of the 
Masters project in terms of my expectations as a viewer, the iterative approach to 
studio practice and the nature of the contextual development of my work over the 
course. 
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1. Grounding practice in phenomenology 
 
My urge to make specific work is grounded in attempts to express what I feel is 
important in the works of art that have affected me.  I will discuss here the personally 
revelatory experience I had with a work by John Constable and how it led to a 
specific work presented in the only solo show of my Masters, bird of doom.   
Although my experimental approach is by definition empirical the astounding nature 
of this experience is grounded in a more complex personal perception; that of a 
phenomenon. 
  
Phenomenon:  
1): a fact or situation that is observed to exist or happen, especially one 
whose cause or explanation is in question. 
2)  PHILOSOPHY the object of a person's perception.2 
 
In 2005 I had the privilege of holding John Constable’s Cloud Study 1822 unframed.  
It was my job to unframe and place the painting for a photographer.  I remember that 
moment vividly.  I work as a technician and unframing was not an unusual part of 
what I do.  But this work had an unusual effect: the moment of unframing is now, for 
me, stopped in time.  I can still vividly recall the texture and colour of the unpainted 
canvas that served as the sky behind Constable’s gestural interpretations of clouds 
in oil paint.  It was as if the paint itself and the clouds depicted became one thing.  
The clearly visible canvas anchored the experience in a very physical way to the 
paint itself.  Simultaneously, the illusory nature of the clouds depicted remained 
present.  I experienced the illusion of clouds somehow transforming the paint into a 
gaseous form, while at the same time the clouds transformed into paint, all grounded 
on a sky of canvas. I use the word phenomenon to describe this as I still do not fully 
understand why this work has such an effect on my practice. 
 
                                                          
2
 Ibid. 
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Image 1: John Constable Cloud Study 1822, Oil on Canvas, 476 x 575mm 
 
Jaques Lacan wrote: 
The ambiguity of the hysterical revelation of the past does not depend so 
much on the vacillation of its content between the Imaginary and the Real, for 
it locates itself in both.3 
 
Phenomenology:  
1): the science of phenomena as distinct from that of the nature of being 
- An approach that concentrates on the study of consciousness and the 
objects of direct experience4 
 
                                                          
3
 Jacques Lacan and Anthony Wilden, The Language of the Self : The Function of Languages in Psychoanalysis 
(New York: Dell Pub. Co., 1975), 17. 
4
 Stevenson and Soanes, Oxford Dictionary of English. 
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It is in the memory of this moment that I derive inspiration for my own cloud studies. 
This personal mythology of the act of holding such a work locates such an 
experience in the psychological, even hysterical, aspect of phenomenology.  My 
consciousness of the experience is on an equal footing intellectually to my memory 
of that experience.   
 
In the years that have followed my moment with Constable I have studied many 
clouds.  I did this with the aim of understanding the phenomenon of cloud formations 
in an attempt to also understand the experience that occurred while looking at 
Constable’s painting of clouds. 
 
Image 2: Ciaran Begley Cloud Study #14 2006, Watercolour on paper, 105 x 160mm 
 
I have drawn, photographed, photoshopped and painted many clouds.  The 
investigation of my experience of Constable’s work through my own artistic practice 
has deepened my understanding of the phenomena involved.  His simple 
observational paintings require both the capacity to paint quickly and well but also 
have an impossible goal in their design. No cloud looks like any other cloud.  To paint 
a cloud the painter must work quickly while also directly observing the ever changing 
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cloud movements.  There was no reference image.  The image itself is the reference 
and a misplaced gesture can ruin the effect. This is all to say that not only are 
Constable’s cloud studies astounding to viewers but dedicatedly empirical in their 
painterly construction and conception.   
 
In my studies of clouds I have turned to photorealism. Painting from images of 
clouds including Constable’s has been an investigation into the construction of a 
painting.  And this leads me full circle; attempting to create an experience in the 
viewer that I experienced myself not in watching or painting clouds but in viewing a 
painting. 
 
 
Image 3: Ciaran Begley Cloud Study in White 2015, Oil on canvas, 910 x 610mm 
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In this cloud study there is no colour or tone, simply white paint and exposed canvas. 
The cloud’s edges define a canvas sky and the texture of the paint defines the 
gaseous forms seen in clouds.  The paint doesn’t so much define the clouds, as it 
embodies their form with depth and texture.  It is a painting but it is also an attempt 
to subvert the pictorial constraints of painting, to represent clouds and sky through 
texture, depth, and an absence of paint.  
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2. The Newspaper image as personal trauma 
 
Photorealism is a way for me to process images; not only the process of drawing but 
the processing of horror that sometimes confronts me. 
 
Throughout my life I have been presented with pictures that represent historical or at 
least newsworthy events in printed media. Some of the most horrific of these were 
from Abu Ghraib in 2004 but many others have been presented to me over the years 
and when I think of major events it is often a single press image that I remember.  In 
2004 I began an exercise of processing the trauma of these images through drawing.  
I simply couldn’t cope with the images I was seeing and the only way I could process 
them emotionally was to sit down and draw them.  It was my way of responding to 
the ’unbearable replay of a now familiar atrocity exhibition’5 that Sontag describes. 
 
Images 4, 5: Ciaran Begley Newspaper Drawings 2003, 2004, Ink pen on A4 paper 
 
I never intended these drawings and paintings for exhibition as there was an 
impossible mix of ghoulishness and personal emotional struggle that didn’t feel right 
when displayed. Looking back at these images I have used more texture and 
ambiguity and compositional selection in the works.  I see a Goya-like grotesque 
fantasy slipping into the images I make as an attempt to make visually appealing the 
human horror they signify. 
 
 
                                                          
5
 Susan Sontag, On Photography (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1979), 19.  
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Image 6: Francisco Goya Las Resultas (The Consequences) c1810, Etching,  
175 x 221mm 
 
There is a ritual to drawing from a photograph which allows me to process what I see 
as I work on it.  In 2004 I began another torture drawing.  It was Iraqi torture picture 
from the Daily Mirror in the UK this time and it showed one man, apparently a UK 
soldier, pissing on another in a hood.   
 
 
Image 7: Daily Mirror Torture Image 
2004, Print image 432 x 279mm 
 
Image 8: Ciaran Begley Newspaper 
drawing 2004, Ink pen on A4 paper
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As I worked on the drawing the fetishistic nature of the image dawned on me.  Much 
like The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian it felt like the presentation of this image of 
human suffering had been selected to revel in and sexualise the scene. I felt I had 
become too lost in the project to process my own emotional struggle; the work 
became gratuitous and I stopped. 
 
 
Image 9: Antonio del Pollaiuolo and Piero del Pollaiuolo The Martyrdom of Saint 
Sebastian 1475, Oil on Canvas 2.91 x 2.02m 
 
Within the week the Daily Mirror photograph was exposed as a staged fake.  My 
fascination with ghoulish imagery in the press had become a full blown spectacle 
with the fetishisation of torture as its selling point. In projecting my own unprocessed 
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trauma onto these images I had helped stimulate a need for them thus becoming an 
active contributor to the creation of such images. 
 
My drawings of this nature continue today but the Daily Mirror images made me 
realise that this horror show is partly for me.  I also have started to see a sort of 
stylisation and focus on sections of black form in my drawings. There is now a 
composition to the drawing which denotes a distance I do not think was there in the 
beginning. 
 
 
Image 10: Ciaran Begley Putin on Beslan (We showed ourselves to be weak and the 
weak get beaten) 2009, Ink and oil paint on tracing paper on newspaper clipping, 
160 x 165mm 
  
In my show bird of doom at Airspace in 2015 I presented two cloud paintings, a 
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charcoal drawing, a plant, a desk, and piped in the ambient noise of passing planes 
through a speaker concealed in the desk.  My intentions for the show began with the 
idea of a waiting room with images designed to invoke both menace and tranquillity, 
to sell air travel as a complete emotional experience.  The final installation sat 
somewhere between the actual gallery and this imagined waiting room, with the 
painting being both an image and a shop sign.  Behind the desk as you walked in 
was this work: 
 
 
Image 11: Ciaran Begley Plane Shaped Hole 2015, Spot light on charcoal drawing of 
an image by Roberto Rabanne 9/11/2001, 1.5 x 2.31m 
 
This photo-based drawing was of the plane shaped hole that existed for a moment 
when the second plane hit the Twin Towers in New York on September 11 2001. I 
intended it as a third part of the flight imagery of the show. This work is as abstract 
as it is photorealistic; both a gaping maw and a photographic representation of what 
shape a plane makes when it penetrates a building. In a way I found that abstracting 
the personal traumas of my life through the appropriation of this photo was a 
necessary part of this project. 
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Although more extreme, W.H Auden describes the traumatic experiences of children 
in a similar manner; 
 
‘…the so-called traumatic experience is not an accident, but the opportunity 
for which the child has been patiently waiting - had it not occurred, it would 
have found another equally trivial - in order to find a necessity and direction 
for its existence, in order that its life become a serious matter.6 
 
I find Auden’s contextualisation of trauma both galling and true.  My personal 
traumas, if part of my development, being expected and even needed. 
 
Nick Cave in his lecture on the construction of love songs refers to this Auden quote. 
Remarking; ’How beautiful the notion that we create our own personal catastrophes 
and that it is the creative forces within us that are instrumental in doing this.’7  
 
Although not consciously referring to this, the bird of doom show title was taken from 
Cave’s song Red Right Hand.  As I worked on the paintings and drawings for this 
show his words kept slipping into my mind until I painted it on one of my cloud 
studies and named the show accordingly. 
 
                                                          
6
 W. H. Auden, The Complete Works of W.H. Auden (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 122. 
7
 Nick Cave The Love Song Lecture (Vienna Poetry Festival 1998)  
http://everything2.com/title/Nick+Cave%2527s+Love+Song+Lecture 
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Image 12: Ciaran Begley bird of doom 2015, Installation shot  
 
 
Image 13: Ciaran Begley bird of doom 2015, Installation shot, Gallery  
 
It is Cave’s own experience of his father’s death that he finds so generative in song 
writing. It is as if we have delineated art as the sphere in which unresolved or 
developmentally necessary experiences are played out.  The artistic exchange is at 
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once necessary, manipulated, manipulative, emotionally challenging, and involves 
offloading on the part of the artist as much as it involves feeling on the part of the 
viewer. 
 
In the plane shaped hole work the concept of composition becomes apparent.  The 
time spent framing and drawing adding a layer of composure to the nature of the 
image.  This is both horrific and distancing as it involves taking the imagery in detail 
into my mind, processing it and re interpreting it on paper finding composure in the 
act of composition to access and express the trauma I seem to pre-possess. 
  
Through the press image drawing project I have realised that photographs alter how 
I remember events. I invest them with my own traumas making them talismans for 
my own daily experiences. These ‘talismanic’ images invoke a connection exposing 
the ‘shady commerce between art and truth’8 that is the basis of our mutual 
investment in such images as history. 
 
The exhibition of the Plane Shaped Hole was my first attempt to exhibit any of these 
works and as such was an experiment for me on the audience.  The critical group 
reviewing the work described a feeling of discomfort at looking at the work and 
listening to the sound of passing planes amplified in the space.  However the image, 
or my drawing of it, was not iconic enough to be read by that audience as a 
reference to September 11th.  Given that my aim is to elicit an emotional reaction 
through work, I think of this as basically successful but the unrecognised image was 
a serious challenge to my sense of artistic intention. 
 
 
  
                                                          
8
Sontag, On Photography, 6. 
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3. Image and perception  
 
Beyond press images there is also an aspect of seeing photographs that don’t just 
act as memories; they actually affect what we think we see. 
 
A good example of this is the pictorial shift that happened with the publishing of 
Eadweard Muybridge’s photographs of galloping horses in 1887.  Muybridge’s 
images showed horses’ legs in an anatomically different position of galloping than 
what was previously depicted in paintings and drawings of horses previously.  The 
inability to clearly see a horse’s legs when in motion had led to an assumption about 
how they would look. Interestingly, the blur that the artists must have observed was 
not itself painted9. Rather, this assumption led to a pictorial convention for drawing 
horses mid-stride that is different from what we now identify as a horse’s stride. 
 
 
Image 14: George Stubbs Bay Malton with John Singleton 1767 (before Muybridge), 
Oil on canvas, 1 x 1.27m 
 
                                                          
9
 See Appendix I: The Motion Blur 
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… he has painted his horses galloping , fully extended, ventre ὰ terre (at full 
speed), to use a familiar expression, throwing their front feet forward and their 
back feet backward at the same instant.’10 
 
Rodin is here describing Gericault’s Epsom Races 1821 but I have a soft spot for 
George Stubbs’s observational anatomical detail in regards to horses.  Stubbs’s 
inability to describe the movement in a photographically reproducible way illustrates 
the impossibility of the task armed only with natural vision. 
 
 
Image 15: Eadweard Muybridge Plate 628 Horse Daisy Galloping 1887,(detail) 
Photograph, 98 x 118mm 
 
Rodin goes on to say: 
‘It is said that the sensitive plate never gives the same effect. And, in fact, in 
instantaneous photography, when the forelegs of a horse are forward, the 
hind legs, having by their pause propelled the body onward, have already had 
time to gather themselves in order to recommence the stride…’11 
                                                          
10
 Auguste Rodin and Paul Gsell, Art : Conversations with Paul Gsell, Quantum Books (Berkeley University of 
California Press, 1984), 77. 
11
 Ibid.  
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Image 16: Edgar Degas The Jockey c1888 (after Muybridge), Oil on canvas,  
694 x 1061mm 
 
With the Muybridge photograph as reference a new painting convention was 
established (see Degas The Jockey above). And now if I watch a horse running the 
image of legs that I think I perceive is the gathered legs of Muybridge, as this is what 
I have evidence of  through photographs.  However what I really see is a blur, 
nothing more.   
 
There is something of the mystical character to the way in which photographers’ 
images changed the way we see. Such readings of images and their effects on 
viewers buys into the conception of artist and scientists as sorcerers, changing the 
way we see the world and changing the world we see. 
 
In his book Conversations with Paul Gsell Rodin describes his position as a sculptor 
as taking on the role of a sorcerer too; imbuing static sculptures with a movement by 
positioning the legs in one attitude, the torso in another and the arms and head in yet 
another.12  This establishment of multiple positions embodies movement in the static 
sculpture according to Rodin. Rodin refers to this process in an attempt to refute the 
apparent stillness that Muybridge successfully depicts in his photographs. 
                                                          
12
 Ibid., 68. 
  
20 
 
 
The way in which Muybridge and early photographers changed our perception is 
profound.  It is the study of the photographic image that has made us see the world 
differently.  Rodin goes further, attempting to transform static matter into embodied 
motion, and he is not alone in this regard.  
I argue that photography is instrumental as a device for examining phenomena; and 
beyond that, it depicts phenomena not visible to the human eye. Walter Benjamin 
observes this: 
Evidently a different nature opens itself to the camera than opens to the 
naked eye – if only because an unconsciously penetrated space is substituted 
for a space consciously explored by man.13 
 
In this case the blur (of legs) that was unconsciously ignored led to divergent pictorial 
traditions.   
  
                                                          
13
 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (United States: Prism Key Press, 
2010), 40. 
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4. An object from experience 
 
In 2006 as part of the process of aligning the lenses for Kodak 2050 slide projectors I 
set up the projector such that the filaments of the bulb and its reflection in the 
reflector lens aligned.  While doing this, a lens slipped and a perfect projected image 
of the bulb flashed on the screen.  
 
Since that day I have worked hard to recreate that experience, repurposing 
projectors and anything with a lens to present the stable image of a projector’s own 
bulb.  I first re-achieved this in 2008. 
 
In 2014 I exhibited an iteration of this work in a staff work show for Sydney’s MCA 
and titled it Culbert Vs Floyer 2013. 
 
I thought of the work as a conversation between Bill Culbert’s Box Bulb Reflection II 
1975 and Ceal Floyer’s Light Switch 1992-9.  Bill Culbert’s Box Bulb Reflection II 
1975 involves two lightbulbs, a one way mirror, and a box.  The bulb in the box 
behind the one way mirror is switched on and positioned exactly the same distance 
from the mirror as the bulb on the outside of the box.  The bulb visible to the viewer 
is off. The effect is that of a light bulb that is off next to what appears to be its 
reflection that is on. Ceal Floyer’s Light Switch 1992-9 involves a slide projector 
projecting an image of a light switch on the adjacent wall.  The light switch is life 
sized and is literally a ‘light switch’. 
Image 17: Ceal Floyer Light Switch 
1992-9, Slide projection  
3000 x 1200 x 400mm
 
Image 18: Bill Culbert Box Bulb 
Reflection II 1975, Lightbulbs, mirror, 
electrics 400 x 400 x 400mm
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The oddness of this conceptualisation is that I know these two works intimately.  I 
used to see the Culbert work every time I dropped a proposal to Creative New 
Zealand, New Zealand’s national government art funding body, over 5 years.  It was 
on the reception desk and it sat as a shrine to us the supplicant and hopeful, every 
application round. I also installed Ceal Floyer’s Light Switch and had the job of 
cleaning and painting the wall where countless viewers had attempted to switch off 
the projector using the image of the light switch.  This interweaving of personal 
narrative and observation of established work is now inherent in the way I think of 
the works I present. 
  
 
In 2015 I began the process of remaking the optics for Culbert vs Floyer with the 
idea of changing the light source.  I had been using projectors up to this point and 
found that few visitors understood by observation that the image projected was not a 
slide but the actual bulb projected.  I think of the work as too ‘techie’ for many and 
see it as my responsibility to bridge such gaps in understanding by any means 
necessary. In this case it was through a reinvestigation of both the means of 
projection and the housing for the light bulb that is projected. 
 
While developing Culbert vs Floyer I had investigated a number of pre-existing 
lenses to experiment with. I found that camera lenses had interesting properties 
once the shutter was removed.  The camera lens could be made to work like a 
projector lens.   
 
The value of this insight to my project is that camera lenses are much more dynamic 
and easier to position with alternative light sources. I have also found that a camera 
as an object is read very differently from a projector by the audience.  
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Image 19: Ciaran Begley Bulb #4 2015, IKEA lamp, Polaroid camera  
1.2 x 1.8 x 1.6m 
 
In the resulting work Bulb #4 I used a basic IKEA halogen lamp with a Polaroid 
camera (shutter removed) positioned over the lamp. The readability of the process of 
projection is increased.  Audiences beyond the technically educated were able to 
understand the installation and thus divine the medium reflexivity of the process - the 
camera projecting a ‘real’ image of the bulb. 
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5. Grounding the viewer in the moment 
 
In my research I found that Rodin’s self-professed embodiment of motion, imbuing 
static sculptures with a movement strikes a remarkable parallel to what Rosalind 
Krauss describes in Richard Serra’s work: 
 
By means of a metaphor of striking abstractness, these works suggested a 
continual coming into a coherence of the body, in the guise of a form that was 
consistently seen in the act of cohering.14 
 
 
Image 20: Richard Serra One Ton Prop (House of Cards) 1969,15 Leaned sheet 
steel, 1220 x 1240 x 1240mm 
                                                          
14
 Rosalind Krauss, "Sense and Sensibility: Reflection on Post '60's Sculpture," Artforum 12, no. 3 (1973): 51.  
15 A close examination of this image reveals that ‘Dick Art’ is clearly written on the side of the work.  This 
Dadaesque joke on Richard’s name doesn’t fit with this contextualisation of Serra’s work.  Such a historical 
omission gives further credence to a more thorough examination of the documents and contexts presented to 
us by the accounts of the time; an argument for the close investigation of the photographic evidence. 
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Krauss’s reading of Serra’s work is a very grandiose reading of leaning objects.  It is 
only under the peculiar play of the artist studio and the phenomenon of art 
appreciation that such a reading is possible.  It is the reading of gravitational 
potential energy as an embodiment of suspended motion.  Although scientifically 
sound the further extrapolation of fluctuating coherence is a transformation only truly 
appreciable in an aesthetic interpretation. 
 
It is the very act of experiencing something we know we do not understand that 
brings on the phenomenological mind state.  This is implicit in the definition of a 
phenomenon as something ‘whose cause or explanation is in question.’ A need to 
understand the situation immediately leads to a different level of perception and 
analysis of that situation. 
 
 
Image 21: Ciaran Begley Triangles 2014, Uncut plywood sheets, hinges, doorstops, 
2.2 x 6.1 x 2.44m 
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In an early installation in my Masters, Triangles, I positioned three plywood 
sculptures in a space. The plywood sheets were arranged in sets of three with two 
hinges attached along the short edges of the boards.  These works were aligned 
formally to fill the floor space of the room while leaving an equal space to pass 
through them as part of their arrangement.  When viewers moved through the 
installation they discovered the hinged ply structures were only held from sliding 
apart by a doorstop.  I described the effect as a ‘static kinetic effect’ brought about by 
a realisation of immediate danger.  Although I was aware of Donald Judd and 
Richard Serra’s work it took me time to read the experience of Krauss in relation to 
such phenomenon as danger, the perceived possibility of collapse, and a sense of 
re-cohering. 
 
In three essays, Allusion and Illusion in Donald Judd 196616, Problems of Criticism X 
197117, and Sense and Sensibility 197318, Krauss reinterprets Judd’s work and its 
effect on herself as the viewer differently.  In Allusion and Illusion Krauss 
contextualises the work of Judd and minimalists as rooted entirely in the immediate 
and the subjective, with two very different readings of Untitled 1966: 
 
 
Image 22: Donald Judd Untitled 1966, Aluminium and purple lacquer,  
205 x 644 x 210mm 
 
From the front, Krauss saw hanging purple forms as illustrated above; but when 
seen from the side these turn out to be shelf-like supports for the hollow unpainted 
aluminium square tube.  Krauss’s specific understanding of the work struggled with 
these different readings arising from different views.  In trying to reconcile such 
positions Krauss quotes Maurice Merleau - Ponty: 
 
                                                          
16
 Rosalind Krauss, "Allusion and Illusion in Donald Judd," Artforum 4, no. 9 (1966).  
17
 Rosalind Krauss, "Problems of Criticism, X: Pictorial Space and the Question of Documentary," Artforum 10, 
no. 3 (1971).  
18
 "Sense and Sensibility: Reflection on Post '60's Sculpture." Artforum 12, no. 3 (1973) 
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What prohibits me from treating my perception as an intellectual act is that an 
intellectual act would grasp the object either as possible or as necessary. But 
in perception it is "real", it’s given as the infinite sum of an indefinite series of 
perspective views in each of which the object is given but in none of which is it 
given exhaustively.19 
 
I mention Parmenides in relation to Zeno in Appendix I as his philosophy is a more 
extreme form of what Merleau - Ponty advocates; namely that it is only the present 
that can exist.20 
 
 
Image 23: Donald Judd Untitled [Seven plywood boxes: open back], 1972–73 
Plywood, 2.440 x 18.910 x 2.440m 
 
In 2004 while reinstalling Donald Judd’s Untitled [Seven plywood boxes: open back], 
1972–73 I was confronted with a similar kind of experience to that which Krauss 
describes in Serra’s One Ton Prop. 
 
The installation included only five of Judd’s original seven plywood boxes, each held 
together by biscuit joint dowels with each sheet of plywood weighing over 40kg.  
                                                          
19
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, and Other Essays (Evanston, Ill: Northwestern University 
Press, 1964), 15.  
20
 G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers: A Critical History with a Selection of Texts 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 273.‘…since it is now, all at once, one, continuous…’ 
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Every box has six upright or suspended sheets, thus the falling weight is over 240kg.  
Having held up the work while installing it I was struck with the danger to my person 
inherent in the work.  In the final installation there was an eerie stillness in the 
structure similar to what Richard Serra's One ton Prop evokes.  I became in that 
moment aware of the kinetic possibility inherent in these static structures and later 
(only once installed mind you) I realised that was what my Triangles installation was 
attempting to convey. 
 
Rosalind Krauss in her second essay on Judd’s work, Problems of Criticism 1971, 
describes Judd’s insistence on immediate material concerns as disingenuous.  She 
argues that such readings deny aesthetic qualities in the work that do allude to other 
pictorial and sculptural concerns, and that Judd’s stated ‘one thing after another 
approach’21 denied evident interest in these aesthetic concerns.  Krauss obviously 
struggles with both Judd’s own descriptions of his work and her own experience.  A 
complicated and changing relationship seems to play out and Krauss’s essays 
provide real insight into the process of re-evaluating a viewer’s own understanding 
when faced with work that challenges such a position. 
 
In her third essay Sense and Sensibility 1973 Krauss rationalises minimalist work in 
yet another way.  She describes the work in relation to art history as a break from a 
set of traditions and concerns that predate the work. This historical and social 
perspective takes the works away from their immediate material experience and 
relies on social changes and historical art strategies as inherent in the medium of 
exhibition. This positions the art work as a protagonist in the social structure of art. 
This foreshadows Bourriaud and his relational conception of art while accepting 
Judd’s right to define his own context. 
 
In Kraus’s dedicated critique of the work of the Minimalists I see a real justification 
for my belief in the viewer.  It is the knowledge that interested and active audiences 
exist that drives me to look beyond my studio and look at installational practice as a 
valid way to express myself. Krauss challenges artists to be accountable for their 
work both in the positive and negative sense.  Such social exchange in the art 
                                                          
21
 Donald Judd, Complete Writings 1959-1975 (New York: New York University Press, 1975), 184. 
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endeavour has led to a number of projects over my Masters project each focussed 
on the viewer’s experience of the work.  
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6. Collaboration and collective development 
 
The social construct of art within which I position my own work is very much part of 
my practice.  The postmodern interplay of strategies and histories that influence my 
practice leads to a variety of outputs.  To explore some of the contextual elements of 
my work I started to collaborate with other artists on projects to see what developed. 
 
Following my first two shows early in my masters (Triangles and The Conversation) I 
collaborated with fellow SCA artists Consuelo Cavaniglia and Adrian De Giorgio to 
work on a project loosely based on books.  The first show we put together, 
TURN/FOLD/FLIP, was exhibited in 2015. 
 
 
Image 24: Consuelo Cavaniglia, Adrian De Giorgio and Ciaran Begley 
TURN/FOLD/FLIP 2014, Plywood, artist books lights. Installation view 
 
In this project I used three sheets of 17mm ply and made supports for the paper 
works of the others and our lighting.  The final constructions used the three sheets in 
their entirety with screws pinning together the forms. These constructions, the pooled 
light, and the electrical cabling manipulated viewers’ movements through the 
installation, engineering intimate encounters with the space and the works of my 
collaborators. I saw my role in the group as that of the furniture designer for the 
worlds that my collaborators constructed through colour and isometric pictorial 
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construction in their books. These works were also a chance to further progress the 
spatial propositions of the Triangle sculptures and the utilitarianism of work exhibited 
earlier that year.   
 
In 2015 we recombined in another show titled Form and Fold.  This collaboration 
was much more integrated and the sheet ply shape and size became a central part 
of our interaction.  I also began to employ a hinge technique that I had discovered as 
part of my origami practice. 
 
 
Image 25: Consuelo Cavaniglia, Adrian De Giorgio and Ciaran Begley Form and 
Fold 2015, Plywood, paint, ink pen on paper, Installation view 
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Image 26: Consuelo Cavaniglia, Adrian De Giorgio and Ciaran Begley Form and 
Fold 2015, Plywood, paint, ink pen on paper, Installation view 
 
The draping of form based on Cavaniglia’s book pieces became a focus for me and 
these, scaled up to the size of plywood sheets and then painted, cut, and hinged, 
formed the basis for the show.  The more open plan of this exhibition allowed for a 
more fluid and intuitive experience of the work. Utilising the colour of Cavaniglia’s 
spray technique and De Giorgio’s scaled up isometric pictorial forms we set up an 
environment of spatial, material, pictorial and colour based exploration.  This 
combination of aesthetics and installation was an investigation of contextualisation, 
not specifically in the wider context of art history but in immediate relation to each 
other’s concerns. In my studio it led to further work on the origami based hinged ply 
constructions that now form an element of one of the works in my final show. 
 
Form and Fold was not my only conception for work in Verge gallery. I had applied 
as an individual in the same exhibition application round with another project titled 
Unstrung where I proposed a radical deconstruction of the gallery: 
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Taking the Verge gallery itself as a medium for artistic intervention, I propose 
to deconstruct the gallery space to create a new space and object.   
 
My proposal is to unhang the four steel-wire-suspended walls and use them to 
create an inaccessible architectural space within the gallery.  This final 
installation made up of: the unhung walls, a series of wooden wall struts, and 
corner braces to hold the walls together.  Within this new architectural space 
the apparatus of un-suspension and movement (a pallet jack, pulleys, cables 
and some wooden supports) are presented and lit. 
 
 Image 27: Ciaran Begley Unstrung 2014, Sketchup drawing  
 
 
This idea behind this unsuccessful proposal was a breakthrough for me as it was a 
spatial intervention which played with the gallery as a physical entity.  This exhibition 
was intended to confront viewers with the deconstructed gallery as a work in itself, 
playing with their preconception of the space from past experience and their current 
understanding of the site.  In relation to the minimalist concerns that had 
underpinned my practice I felt it used the context of the gallery space as itself 
mutable.  Ironically, the walls could reasonably easily move but the human elements 
of the institution were not so pliable. 
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Looking back at this proposal there is also a sense of attacking the gallery structure 
as part of the work.  This is part of my final work, Counterbalance #4, and may well 
be a part of the processing of unresolved psychological baggage I was working out 
in the newspaper cutting works described earlier. 
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7. Performance as social exchange 
 
Following the Triangles installation early in my Masters I proposed a shelf and table 
construction I had built for the Sydney College of Art gallery program.  The work 
made from the ply of the Triangles was a development on the formal characteristics 
of sheet ply with a 1.2m square footprint.  This structure had been designed to closet 
off a space for a game of chess by integrating a table into two bracketing 
bookshelves.  These bookshelves were intended to block out the sound and prying 
eyes of the public in a public space using books.   
 
 
Image 28: Ciaran Begley The Conversation 2014, Installation view,  
1.91 x 1.22 x 1.22m 
 
Continuing an underlying theme in this paper the work was rejected on first 
application.  In my subsequent reapplication I proposed the work as it then stood as 
a part of my studio with my books, equipment and various prototypes on the shelves 
and desk, and the found chairs in my studio for people to sit at, to activate the 
installation. 
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The work was rejected again and I re-applied again. I do not lack persistence.  This 
time I renamed it The Conversation after the 1974 movie22 starring Gene Hackman.  
The work proposed was an installation involving the furniture construction, myself, 
and audience as participants. The work had morphed into a performance installation 
with me sitting within the construction populated by current work, chairs, some 
books, and inviting audience members to have a conversation in the work. The 
sculptural object became a foreground to a set of concerns all aimed at involving the 
viewer in a social work of art. The title also inferred an act of voyeurism, that of the 
unparticipating viewer watching the conversation or just me, sitting, waiting. 
 
This time the proposal was accepted and over the course of the two week show I 
collaborated with forty seven viewers and discussed topics as wide as Alzheimers, 
the role of isolation in the production of art and the history of optics and the camera 
obscura.  
 
 
Image 29: Ciaran Begley The Conversation SCA gallery 2014 Installation view,  
1.91 x 1.22 x 1.22m 
 
                                                          
22
 Francis Ford Coppola, The Conversation (1974; England: Studio Canal, 2011), videorecording, DVD. 
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The experience of the work gave me surprisingly little insight into the actual 
experience of the viewers I talked to, let alone silent observers. The performative 
aspect specifically positioned me outside the realm of critical distance and although I 
felt the work was engaging and challenging to audiences I still have very little idea of 
how it exactly worked for them. It is impossible to avoid Ranciere’s ‘third thing’ 
description; ‘owned by no one, whose meaning is owned by no one, but which 
subsists between them, excluding any uniform transmission, any identity of cause 
and effect.’23 
 
The interesting thing about Ranciere’s ‘third thing’ is that it also necessarily means 
that the context of the work is informed by all parties: the artist, the curator, and the 
viewer. 
 
Again I cannot divorce this work from the art history knowledge I had while 
developing it. Donald Judd designed furniture as part of his practice.  I was aware of 
this while making the shelf table structure. It was the implied interaction of the 
ergonomic scale that interested me.  A functional aesthetic is evident in this work and 
that of Donald Judd’s furniture.  I see this as an inherently social element of Judd’s 
practice, something I find has bled into my own work over the years; a need for 
interaction in my work that can be both physical and social. 
  
I see the incorporation of ergonomic elements in the work as implying the viewer.  It 
is as if the viewer is embodied in a form built for them physically.  This expectation of 
interaction in turn transforms the viewers into active participants without the need for 
an artist performer.  There is something equally performance-related in the work of 
someone like Salcedo entombing chairs in concrete. 
 
                                                          
23
 Jacques Ranciere, The Emancipated Spectator (London: Verso, 2009), 15. 
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Image 30: Doris Salcedo Untitled 1989, Untitled 2000, Concrete and wooden chairs, 
Untitled 1989: 978 x 425 x 571mm, Untitled 2000: 960 x 419 x 419mm 
 
In Salcedo’s work the denial of a position of the viewer on the chairs invites a 
dialogue of sorts between the normative practicality of the chair and the impossibility 
of fulfilling this function for the object or the viewer. 
 
For all this thinking The Conversation has a simpler conceptual framework in 
practice; it was a social exchange. This reading allows for a simpler interpretation of 
The Conversation: to simply run with it.  Don’t overthink it, experience the work as it 
is.  In that regard the conversations were great.  They each ran very different 
courses and achieved a rapport in their own immediate moment.  
 
My social approach to performance is the result of many challenging experiences 
with art works I have presented. In 2000 I worked with Dan Arps, an artist from 
Christchurch, New Zealand on Observation Deck 2. I had seen the work previously 
in the third room of a show and thought of the increased impact it could have in a 
single room gallery. I invited the artist to present the work in Wellington at Enjoy, an 
installation-focused gallery I had founded.   
 
My personal involvement in both this work and the establishment of an installation-
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focussed gallery are relevant to this thesis as they have informed my understanding 
of the audience activation I now investigate within my own artistic practice. 
 
 
Image 31: Dan Arps Observation Deck 2 2000, Perspex and aluminium, Installation 
view 
 
The work involved the construction of a Perspex and aluminium hand rail at the 
entrance to the gallery that fenced off a two square meter section of the space.  The 
pearlescent Perspex and clean riveted aluminium structure of the hand rail provided 
the audience with a view of the otherwise empty gallery.   
 
It was possible to climb or duck under the rail and with individual visitors this did 
occur.  However the effect of the work on the opening night’s audience was much 
more complex.  As the opening crowd increased the audience who had traversed the 
barrier climbed back over, becoming too aware that they were observed.  The rail 
became a pen for many viewers and at its height the opening crowd left the 
remaining gallery space and instead sprawled through the building’s corridors and 
out onto the street.   
 
Dan Arps’s work crystallised three major concerns regarding my own attitudes to 
exhibition practice:  
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- Audience manipulation through physical constructions.  
- Spatial delineation through form. 
- The gallery space itself as the subject of contemplation. 
 
Nicolas Bourriaud explains the situation that Arps contrived very aptly: 
… an exhibition will give rise to a specific “arena of exchange”. And this 
“arena of exchange” must be judged on the basis of aesthetic criteria, in other 
words, by analysing the coherence of its form, and then the symbolic value of 
the “world” it suggests to us, and of the image of human relations reflected by 
it.24 
 
The fenced off area made manifest this ‘arena’ quite literally.  Arps himself resorts to 
a text on Dungeons and Dragons roleplaying game design to explain this process: 
 
Exploration entails discovering previously unknown territory. To find a lower 
level, a section the PCs [Player Characters] have never been to, or simply 
some entertaining and imaginative room, is one of the great joys of 
dungeoneering. However, for all this to feel like an accomplishment there has 
to be a meaningful effort on the part of the players and a challenge on part of 
the DM [Dungeon Master]. There can be no real exploration if the dungeon 
isn't large enough or complex enough to allow failure, as in certain areas 
being missed. If encounters are presented one after another, there is no 
challenge and no accomplishment in this respect.25 
 
Such an approach was embodied in the Observation Deck 2 installation.  The 
viewers were encouraged to explore, but when faced with the social pressures of 
‘the arena of exchange’ a much more complex interaction took place.  The result was 
an experience only possible to explain through concepts like social failure and 
performance aversion. Such concepts were part of the work’s design, down to the 
wrapping left on the surface of the Perspex that faced the viewer; positioning them 
inside the work. 
 
                                                          
24
 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics (Dijon, France: Les presses du reel, 2002), 18. 
25
 Dan Arps, Affirmation Dungeon, 1 vols. (Auckland: Clouds : Michael Lett, 2011), 5. 
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I personally found my way to Bourriaud’s concept of an ‘arena of exchange’ through 
a different route.  In my first two years of university in Christchurch we were taught 
the Institutional Theory of art. Searle argues that ‘collective intentionality is the basis 
of all society’26 and the rules we develop around these collective intentions constitute 
institutional structures.  The rules we use to ascribe definitions, including the 
definition of ‘art’ constitute an invocation of various social institutions including the art 
institution.  Dickie goes further, ascribing artists, writers and curators as agents of 
the art world who invoke the institution with a word: art.27 Within this context I had 
adopted the motto “Nothing is true, everything is permitted”28  from W. S. Burroughs.  
The idea of this motto was that the institutions of the art world provide a frame for the 
developing art narrative but that this frame allows for everything I can think to 
propose; an arena of art. As a response to this I exhibited myself as Ciaran J. 
Begley: Artist at the Blue Oyster 2002; a forerunner to The Conversation 2014. 
 
Thinking through these theories of art an interesting thought about contextuality has 
arisen.  As art is defined as a set of social relations or alternatively a set of social 
structures the audience as part of this social enterprise to some degree define their 
own contexts for the work.  That is to say: they experience the work in their own 
ways, and the contextuality in their experience of art is brought to bear on each work 
they see.  
  
                                                          
26
 Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds., Institutional Critique : An Anthology of Artists' Writings 
(Cambridge, Ma: MIT Press, 2009), 29. 
27
 R. Stecker, Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art: An Introduction (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2005), 108.  
28
 W.S. Burroughs, Cities of the Red Night (New York: St Martins Press, 2001), 8. 
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8. Medium reflexivity  
 
I now return to the basis for writing this thesis; to understand how what I experience 
is translated through my work. In my research I have attempted to find an 
understanding of the experience of art that typifies what it is I try to produce myself.  I 
found Kraus’s introduction to A Voyage on the North Sea29 came closest to 
articulating this for me.  Krauss begins by challenging the term ’medium’ as a thing 
divorced from its social conventions, a fault she found with Judd’s refusal to engage 
with illusory aspects of his own work, in Problems of Criticism X 197130.  In A Voyage 
on the North Sea Krauss looks to Stanley Cavell’s term ‘automism’31 whereby certain 
aspects of any medium influence the outcome automatically; a term developed in 
relation to the mechanical properties of cameras and film in relation to movies.  
Krauss rejects the term ‘automism’ for her own term ‘medium specificity’: 
 
For, in order to sustain artistic practice, a medium must be a supporting 
structure, generative of a set of conventions, some of which, in assuming the 
medium itself as their subject, will be wholly "specific" to it, thus producing an 
experience of their own necessity.32 
 
This ‘recursive structure’ she describes gives ‘medium specificity’ as a term its 
power; that the medium of a work of art brings with it conventions that become in 
turn part of how that work is read. This leads Krauss to conclude that installation art 
is the problematic fallout of the postmodern discourse, being undefined and lacking 
in conventions with which to specify itself. 
It is strangely here, in this dated war of definitions, that I find the closest position to 
my work. My work seeks to generate experiences which sit in the point of 
intersection between Cavell’s ‘automism’ and Kraus’s ‘medium specificity’.  The point 
when the common necessities or ‘automisms’ of a medium are a concern of the work 
                                                          
29
 Rosalind Krauss, "A Voyage on the North Sea" : Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition, The Walter 
Neurath Memorial Lectures (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000). 5 – 7. 
30
 Rosalind Krauss, "Problems of Criticism, X: Pictorial Space and the Question of Documentary," Artforum 10, 
no. 3 (1971).  
31
 Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film (Cambridge, MA, USA: Harvard 
University Press, 1979).101-108 
32
 Ibid., 26. 
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produced within that medium, and this specificity directly challenges the established 
conventions that surround that medium.  The point where the recursive nature of 
making a work of art is read along with its challenge to the conventions of art.   
Krauss describes automism as’ "autonomy”, in the sense of the resultant work’s 
‘freedom from its maker.’33 The sorcery described by Rodin comes back into play 
here.  The urge to animate an object, a statue in Rodin’s case, is fulfilled now 
through that object becoming itself a protagonist, entering a battle with the 
mysterious force of artistic convention.  If it wins it becomes part of a new convention 
but if it loses it simply is forgotten or relegated instantly to the wasteland of Dickie’s 
un-qualitative art. Cavell references this, saying ‘Only after the fact will the muse 
come to bless the work, or not.’34, alluding to the fact that the artist’s intention is not 
always what actually happens when the work is presented. 
I have coined the term ‘medium reflexive’ to describe those works that the muse has 
blessed: when a work’s medium and the execution directly challenge the perceived 
conventions of that medium, to reveal an ignored or hitherto unknown aspect of that 
medium. As Cavell puts it, ‘automism codes the experience of the work of art as 
“happening of itself.”’35 Work that is successful in these terms has a revelatory 
nature, and this is something I strive for in my own exhibition practice.  
 
In the previous sections I have described a number of different projects but core to 
all of these was an investigation of medium; painting, photorealist drawing, projection 
installation, installational sculpture and performance.  Each had an element of 
reflexivity in relation to the medium in which they were presented.  It is this medium 
reflexivity, arrived at through experimentation and process, that is core to the variety 
of methods I have adopted in the presentation of my work.  
 
In this section I will flesh out the notion of medium reflexivity as a basis for why I 
have chosen three projects for presentation. 
 
One example of medium reflexivity that intrigues me is Man Ray’s Rayographs 1927 
                                                          
33
 Krauss, "A Voyage on the North Sea" : Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition; ibid. 5. 
34
 Cavell, The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film. 107. 
35
 Ibid.  
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which are a direct result of the process of photographic reproduction subverted by 
the artist to make a work. He simply placed objects on photographic paper and 
turned the enlarger on and off, removing the negative entirely.   
 
 
Image 32: Lucio Fontana Spatial Concept ‘Waiting’ 1960, Canvas and frame,  
1161 x 982 x 86mm 
 
Critical to this type of work is ensuring audiences have the means to understand the 
nature of the work presented, as for example in the reading of works like Lucio 
Fontana’s Spatial Concept ‘Waiting’ 1960. The stretched canvas had to become a 
standard for the exhibition of a slashed canvas to be readable to the audience as 
conforming to the convention of painting.  By framing a canvas and then slashing the 
very basis for pictorial possibility while denying it paint, Fontana invokes something 
beyond that pictorial space; a void of non-pictorial form in this case.  Here medium 
reflexivity is the subject of the work; the specific play with the art convention being 
the subject and object of the work. 
 
John Cage found similar form in 4’33” 1952. In this work Cage presents his 
composition by sitting at a piano and not playing, in three discrete sections marked 
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by opening and closing the piano lid. I see the silences presented by Cage as 
medium reflexive. These moments, not of silence but filled with incidental sound, 
give the work power. In listening to the silence the world comes alive with noise, as 
the expectation of an end to the moment pushes us as an audience to listen more 
intently to the sounds around us while being made equally aware of the absence of 
the sound of a piano playing.  
 
 
Image 33: Ross Manning’s Fixational Eye 2011, Fan, rope, Digital Light Processing 
data projector, DVD, 3200 x 600 x 600mm 
 
Closer to home, Ross Manning’s Fixational Eye 2011 is a work about projection. 
Digital Light Processing projector technology is the specific medium. The work 
makes visible the multicolour flickering of the DLP projector beam to the naked eye 
through the high speed movement of a string attached to a fan in the beam.  The 
normally imperceptibly strobing three-colour beam becomes the subject and 
manifest phenomenon of the work as we see the string as distinct coloured lines. It is 
only with that specific technological DLP product that such a work can exist. This is 
medium specificity at its core, albeit only understood by those who know the 
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technology.   
 
With each of these examples there is a slightly different aspect of medium reflexivity 
embodied.  With Man Ray’s Rayographs an image is created directly with the 
enlarger and objects subverting the science of the camera and lens to represent 
shadows as images. With Fontana’s slashed canvasses it is the presentation of 
something against expected painterly conventions while still creating shaded form 
within a frame.  With Cage’s 4’33’’ silence it is the presentation of the silence 
between the notes and incidental noise instead of musical tone resulting in an 
awareness of non musical tone in the process. And with Manning’s Fixational Eye it 
is a known issue with Digital Light Projection technology that is used to present a 
kinetic object in an otherwise impossible new way through that form of projection.   
 
Each work presents to the audience something not expected in relation to the 
medium used, that in turn requires that audience to investigate the things they are 
presented with in a new way expanding the medium as a whole in the process.  The 
medium itself becomes a signifier to be ‘read’ and the narrative that follows is at the 
heart of the phenomenology that Merleau-Ponty advocates.  ‘However, for all this to 
feel like an accomplishment there has to be a meaningful effort on the part of 
the players’ as Arps quotes.  
 
The attempt for both parties to engage is not in itself a recipe for success in this art 
play.  This is why experimentation becomes so important in my practice.  The intent 
to construct work with medium reflexivity that is accessible and arresting to an 
audience often requires successive attempts at exhibition.  In each event I try to 
evaluate the effect of the exhibition both for viewers and in relation to my own 
intentions.  This fraught exercise has led to my numerical titling as a way of 
cataloguing this process. 
 
  
  
47 
 
9. The limelight as performance, object, and image 
 
In conclusion to my Masters I have developed three major works that I will be 
presenting in the gallery. One is a limelight, and another is a soot-on-porcelain plate 
developed as part of the apparatus for the limelight reaction. 
 
Limelight noun - 1 (the limelight) the focus of public attention. 
- 2 intense white light obtained by heating lime, formerly used in            
theatres.36 
 
In my research into alternative light sources for projection I found reference to the 
limelight.  The term is a metaphor for public attention that was originally an actual 
light.  The light given off is a high temperature reaction originally created using a 
hydrogen and oxygen flame applied to quicklime. The reaction itself releases extra 
electrons from the quicklime and as such is a particle physics reaction.   
 
Working with Brendan Kennedy, a professor in the Chemistry labs, I have conducted 
a series of experiments verifying the fact that limelight indeed can be achieved, and 
using any high temperature flame.  My experiments initially involved verifying the 
limelight process through a simple restaging of the reaction using diagrams from the 
1840s depicting the process.    
 
The experiment worked, and I then found I needed equipment that could withstand 
the high temperatures required. This led to me making a series of ceramic 
containment vessels, lens mounts, and reaction platforms for testing in our second 
experiment. This study of ceramics through the lens of practicality has resulted in a 
number of interesting ceramics based objects.
                                                          
36
 Stevenson and Soanes, Oxford Dictionary of English. 
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Image 34: Ciaran Begley Lens Mount 
#2 2014, 70mm to 200mm SLR 
Camera lens and steel mount,  
200 x 220 x 100mm 
 
Image 35: Ciaran Begley Housing #4 
2014, Porcelain housing with candle 
soot lining and 50mm medium format 
camera lens, 164 x 160 x 192mm
 
I only used porcelain as it has the highest curing temperature and is thus most 
capable of absorbing the heat of the 2000C plus flame. I could not use traditional 
glazes as they could vaporise and cause a hazard in themselves.  I thus learned 
other techniques for dulling the bright white finish of porcelain with processes such 
as Saggar and Raku firing which result in burnt black carbon finishes.   
 
 
 
Image 36: Ciaran Begley Claw 
2014, Saggar fired porcelain clamp 
(articulated), 120 x 60 x 40 mm 
 
Image 37: Ciaran Begley Heat Shield  
2014, Raku fired Porcelain disc on 
stand 
110 x 70 x 30mm
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Image 38: Ciaran Begley soot-on-porcelain 2014, Carbon on porcelain test slab,  
194 x 332 x 85mm 
 
This soot-on-porcelain test slab will be part of my final presentation. Although simply 
a slab of rolled porcelain meant to test the viability of soot as a light controlling 
feature, the result is striking.  Like Yves Klein’s blue pigment canvases the optical 
effect of the soot black makes a visually confusing colour field. The rolled porcelain 
acquires a canvas cast finish from the rolling process, the effect of which is to 
illustrate the process of construction in its form.   The medium specificity of the two 
heat based materials, porcelain and soot, conjoin to form an object of striking 
presence. The firing process of this work is a core to the subject of the ceramic and 
thus satisfies the medium reflexive selection criteria I have chosen.  
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Image 39: Experiment #2 2015 
Propane torch applied to calcium oxide on bespoke porcelain lens mount,  
Lens mount 145 x 163 x 102mm 
 
Having established a safe working method and the basic apparatus for display I 
moved on to getting the limelight approved for public display.  The setup is relatively 
simple; I take a pebble of quicklime, place it in a carved firebrick crucible, apply a 
high temperature flame to that quicklime, and project the resulting light as an image 
through a medium format camera lens.  All of this housed in a ceramic vessel and 
mounted on a kiln shelf for safety. 
 
Here are a couple of diagrams from my health and safety documentation: 
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Image 40: Ciaran Begley Limelight Setup #4 2015, Sketchup drawing 
 
Position the firebrick crucible and angle the flame onto the quicklime 
 
 
Image 41: Ciaran Begley Limelight Setup #5 2015, Sketchup drawing 
 
Once the reaction is achieved and sustained.  The lens is adjusted to focus 
the image and the lights are dimmed to view the projection. 
 
The final display had a number of technical aspects which turn out to need a trained 
operator.  As I was the only available person to have worked on the set up of the 
experiment I also was required to act as the operator of the equipment when it was 
displayed. 
  
52 
 
 
The first display of the limelight came about in a circuitous manner. I approached the 
curatorial Masters students with a series of ceramic devices made as part of the 
projector equipment with the aim of exhibiting the ceramics in their own right.  They 
responded with a better idea; to put on an exhibition based on the concept of attempt 
and failure titled Trial & Error, where I would apply to the proposed gallery to display 
not only the equipment but also the working limelight and, if the application to show 
the limelight was turned down, to put up the rejected application for display. 
 
The application was a success in principle but we were advised the fire alarm system 
in the proposed Dedspace gallery was not suitable for such an exercise.  I was 
disappointed and we set up the exhibition as it would have been if the limelight had 
been displayable including the safety signage and other safety gear along with the 
paperwork of the application.   
 
Then, at the last minute, Facilities were after all able to get the space set up so it 
was suitable for the limelight experiment to run, and we were go. This meant that we 
had to get the Limelight itself up and running at the last possible moment, as the 
show opened.   The reaction once sustained was not as bright as what I had 
achieved in the Chemistry lab so the 1.5m image on the projection wall was too 
indistinct to see.  While trying to adjust the lens a woman in a white dress stepped 
into the limelight and the smaller, 40cm projection made a surprisingly clear image 
on her back.  Realising that I had an alternative to the actual failure of the work I ran 
to the main gallery, borrowed a back projection screen and ran across campus in full 
lab gear to install the screen.  The rest of the opening involved me standing in the 
gallery, holding the screen, monitoring the limelight and answering questions from 
the viewers as they moved in and out of the space. 
 
It is hard to say what the exhibition was like for the viewers.  I was in the dark and 
wore sunglasses to examine the limelight reaction.  Although this had started as an 
object based project I once again became a performer in a lab costume with a 
leather jerkin when we came to exhibit the work. I think I came across as a mad 
scientist and that is not far from the nature of the work. 
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Image 42: Ciaran Begley Limelight 2015, Installation shot 
 
While rushing around on the night I couldn’t help but recall Billy Kluver’s Garden 
Party 1960 text37, the subject of which was Jean Tinguely’s self-destroying machine 
performance Homage to New York 1960.  The account by Kluver describes how a 
long planned performance goes spectacularly wrong, ending with Tinguely insisting 
that the fire department put out the fire and stop the work to protect the public.   
 
Kluver’s account, beyond any other documentation, describes a sort of poetry of 
collapse which the photographs of the performance simply fail to describe.  At the 
time the shambolic nature of my performance and the theme of failure set for the 
show seemed indelibly linked to Tinguely’s spectacle of failure. 
 
                                                          
37
 Karl Gunnar Pontus Hulten, The Machine, as Seen at the End of the Mechanical Age (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 1968), 170. 
  
54 
 
 
Image 43: Jean Tinguely’s Homage to New York 1960, Kinetic sculpture 
performance 
 
In the same essay Tinguely is quoted as saying ‘…that we shall be “static with 
movement.” We must be the creative masters of changing reality – which we are, by 
the definition of Man.’38 In a way that is how I think of the limelight and electric bulb 
projections, as static with movement.  The image renewing from one micro second to 
the next only made visible when the power goes or the torch is turned off.  The 
constant renewal of light is frenetic while the image is that of stillness.   
 
Whatever my performance was it seemed to engage the audience. My initial 
dejection at the lack of spectacle in the scale of the image was overtaken by others’ 
interest in both the performance, handmade ceramic projector and the strangely 
eclipse-like image of the limelight.  
 
 
 
                                                          
38
 Ibid., 171. 
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Image 44: Ciaran Begley Limelight 2015, Limelight installation shot  
 
 
Image 45: Ciaran Begley Limelight 2015, Limelight projection image, 400 x 300mm 
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The curation of the ceramic apparatus by the Curatorial Masters students was 
noteworthy as it revealed to me a functional aesthetic. The objects were arranged by 
type and use in a way that fit into a functional ceramic tradition that was only 
apparent to me upon presentation. 
 
I have decided to restage the limelight as part of my Masters examination as the 
light, image, and ceramic projector are all rooted in a very direct form of medium that 
in turn inform the experience of their installation. 
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10. The folding wall 
 
The spatial intervention works, Triangles, Turn/Fold/Flip, Form and Fold were all, in 
part, an investigation into pre-existing sheet timber sizes and the gallery walls made 
up of this material.  This consistent adherence to a specific off the shelf limitation 
was evident in the works like Judd’s plywood cubes but my interest in this also stems 
from my 30-year practice as an origami maker and designer. 
 
The process of designing an origami pattern is one of observation, repetition, 
analysis, and experimentation.  Firstly you simply have to fold existing designs.  This 
process informs you of not only the process of folding but also the nature of the 
calculation involved.  Core to the art is a consistent halving of lengths and angles 
that build up systems within which figurative forms are then articulated.  Secondly 
there is repetition. Concepts like exponential decay of error are mastered; an 
approximate fold can be rectified giving an exact division, through the repetition of 
folds39. Thirdly, you learn the structure and formulae used by other designers to 
translate the abstract calculations of origami into representational forms.  This also 
involves developing an eye for the simplification of discernible forms to ‘look like’ 
things without necessarily being anatomically correct. Then you just fold, knowing 
what is possible while trying to create new designs you have not seen done before.  
This is the slowest part and involves the previous steps over and over resulting in 
innovative results. 
 
  
Images 46, 47: Ciaran Begley 10 Gallon Hat 2005, Shapechanger 2003 Paper 
folded, 10 Gallon Hat: 120 x 160 x 160mm Shapechanger: 80 x 110 x 35mm 
                                                          
39
 Thomas Hull, Project Origami (Florida, USA: CRC Press, 2013). 23. 
There are no sources in the current document. 
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Although there are strong links to 20th century western art in the Bauhaus school as 
well as the work of Joan Albers and Lygia Clark, I have not found that displaying 
origami in galleries generally works for my practice.  However, as part of my ongoing 
investigation into the folding properties of small squares of paper I did come across 
another aspect of origami; paper as a device for mathematically dissecting a square.  
This aspect of origami is often employed to mimic other forms like birds but this 
property in itself can be applied to materials other than paper.   
 
 
 
Images 48, 49, 50, 51: Ciaran Begley Origami Mount Board 2015, Single sheet of 
mount board scored and folded in 4 different shapes 100 x 100 x 3mm 
 
In the models shown above I have used the subdivisions mapped out within a square 
by origami folding, and simply scored these through foam board to create the fold.  
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The result is hinged sections capable of similar transformations to origami but with 
the added depth of the material taken into account.   
 
Taking my knowledge of hinges, ply and other construction methods I was able to 
make origami ply constructions capable of complicated articulation.  In Form and 
Fold 2015 (described earlier) I used a very basic application of this process to make 
the freestanding plywood forms for the show. Ligya Clark employed a similar design 
feature in her models; designing large hinged structures as bus stops and public 
sheltering sculptures. These designs were not realised in her lifetime and although 
one has been constructed it was for display not use. 
 
 
Image 52: Ligya Clark Bicho, Project for Fantastic Architecture 1963, Metal, hinges, 
model figure 400 x 600 x 300mm 
 
Sadly the idea of a heavy folding construction as a shelter is simply too frightening 
for people to stand under.  It is precisely this aspect that I find engages the audience 
in my work out of a sense of danger and self-preservation.  
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The work I am presenting employs many of the same aspects of my other, static 
spatial interventions; sheet materials, precariousness bordering on danger, and 
architectural intervention.  I used wall boards to construct the piece, making the 
gallery itself a medium. The sheet timber walls of the gallery barely mask its past role 
as a laundry for an asylum. By cutting a wall board up I am placing the gallery and 
the building in the frame of contemplation.  I used the boards to build an articulated 
cable-operated folding ply structure. The bizarre nature of the device for unmasking 
the gallery acts as a trigger for a moment of re-evaluation of the gallery itself.   
 
The resulting work expands on my previous static spatial interventions by having the 
added elements of audience activation, kinetic movement and site specificity.  This 
departure from the contemplative stillness of my previous work is an extension of my 
earlier interest in static-kinetic works.   
 
In presenting this work as an audience activated device I am inviting the work to be 
seen in its static positions as well as in motion.  The interaction allows the audience  
to act as performers presenting their physical discoveries of the various possibilities 
in the work as part of a performance of discovery. 
 
The work is made up of two mirrored articulated plywood pieces joined by a steel 
cable. The two objects are perfect counterbalances of each other and make for a 
balanced weight within the work no matter which aspect it is moved to.  It is the 
unexpected nature of this movement as well as the audiences repositioning of the 
work that make this work medium reflexive.  The work allows audience members to 
discover the nature of the movement through interaction.  This interaction in a public 
space is performative and revelatory to spectators and when those who interact stop 
it is left as they leave it.  The work is expressive of each past interaction to the next 
viewer. 
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11. Final Installation Documentation 
 
 
Image 53: Ciaran Begley Limelight 2016, Installation Shot 
 
 
Image 54: Ciaran Begley Limelight 2016, Projected image, 600 x 600mm 
  
  
62 
 
 
 
Image 55: Ciaran Begley soot-on-porcelain 2014, Carbon on porcelain installation 
shot,  
194 x 332 x 85mm 
 
 
Image 56: Ciaran Begley Counterbalance #4  2016, Plywood, piano hinges, and 
steel cable, 
1.22 x 2.44 x 0.61m 
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Conclusion 
 
Having started in the introduction with my expectations as a viewer of art I think it is 
important to acknowledge this in my evaluation of the work I produced.   
 
The bird of doom show that I exhibited at the beginning of 2015 was an excellent 
experiment on which to begin my evaluation of practice.  Although I had worked hard 
on the work I presented I found the actual show problematic in its final instance.  The 
Plane Shaped Hole drawing failed to convey its subject matter and the show itself 
seemed to elicit bemusement and an ominous feeling rather than any deeper interest 
in the work. 
 
My light based projections have progressed well and I am looking forward to an 
exhibition in early February 2016 in which I will see how the Bulb #4 work is received 
publicly.  The refining of the elements in the electric light projections seems to have 
produced a work whose image is attractive, and with a genuine hook in the ‘real’ 
nature of that image. I think of this as my most medium reflexive work from the 
course. 
 
My plywood installations; Triangles, TURN/FOLD/FLIP, and Form and Fold led me to 
reconsider what it was the audience is experiencing when they see these shows.  
Not every work in these shows achieved the intrigue, interest, and challenge that I 
specify as a success, but each show had an element that did fulfil this.  I am looking 
forward to seeing how the folding ply works are received by the audience for this 
final show.  I would also like to incorporate the folding ply sculptures into further 
collaborative installations. 
 
The Conversation was a surprisingly successful endeavour.  The interest in the work 
led to a higher number of conversations than I expected and the absurd situation of 
this public performance of private discussions just felt like it worked.  Although I need 
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to work out an adequate follow up I will definitely do another show along this vein in 
the future. 
 
The limelight and ceramic works have been well received.  The mad functional 
ceramics have elicited interest, sustained intrigue and had complex audience 
reactions that led me to think that they have challenged their viewers with what 
ceramics can do and why they are used. 
 
The limelight itself is so wonderfully overly meaningful and strange that it succeeds 
on intrigue alone.  I worked on the final display of this to achieve a brighter, more 
stable installation.  It had the same sense of wonder that the first installation seemed 
to elicit while being presented over much longer periods. 
 
My final installation is experimental in nature.  Although the work involved had been 
presented and exhibited to critical sessions before this final show, the combination of 
works had not.  This exhibition was in some ways a test to see if my central theme of 
medium reflexivity is evident as a link in the works I display. There are two other 
outcomes from the exhibition to be evaluated; 
- Is the medium reflexivity a worthwhile theme for an installation? Does this 
theme provide the basis for a rewarding art experience? 
- Does the show provoke audience appreciation?  As the audience provides 
their own experience as a basis for their appreciation they provide their own 
contexts for evaluation. This takes the work beyond my intentionality as an 
artist and allows for the multitude of possible interests and readings that make 
successful works of art. 
 
On reflection, I feel my final installation was encouraging but not an unqualified 
success; 
- Medium reflexivity as a theme was not communicative in itself to the audience 
who visited the final show.  Each of the works was well received on its own 
but the central theme resulted in the presentation of work that was diverse 
enough for people to ask who the three artists represented were. 
- There were positive responses to each of the works from my examiners, 
supervisor, and cohort so I think as a method of selection it was a good way to 
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select specific work for display.  However there was again little discussion of 
the interrelation of the works which left me to consider that this was 
problematic or simply not expected from viewers of my work.  
- Overall it was a satisfying exhibition of two years of work with strong critical 
responses but left me wondering why my work comes across as so divergent 
to viewers. 
 
Workwise my Masters project has established an enthusiasm for exhibition practice 
in me, and the nature of my experimental shows seems to have generated the 
avenues for investigation in my studio that lead to interest for viewers.   
 
Conceptually, the realisation of medium reflexivity as a core interest in my practice 
has evolved naturally through the research and writing undertaken to get to this 
point.  This conclusion now needs testing and my enthusiasm for shows in the near 
future pays testament to my hope that the Masters course has given me a better 
focus through which to develop new work.  This focus on the process will allow for 
more articulate artistic outputs. 
 
This process has allowed me access to a range of informed art views and that, 
combined with my Master’s cohort, and my supervisor’s oversight and input, have 
provided a great grounding in the contemporary art context.   
 
My research and in particular the various writings of Rosalind Krauss have informed 
a shift in my understanding of the nature of the post-modern artistic sphere. It has 
provided me tools to deal with the rise of more self-defined conceptions of the art 
context that we as artists now face. 
 
  
  
66 
 
 
Bibliography 
 
Alberro, Alexander, and Blake Stimson, eds. Institutional Critique : An Anthology of Artists' Writings. 
Cambridge, Ma: MIT Press, 2009. 
Arps, Dan. Affirmation Dungeon. 1 vols Auckland: Clouds : Michael Lett, 2011. 
Auden, W. H. The Complete Works of W.H. Auden.  Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996. 
Benjamin, Walter. The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.  United States: Prism Key 
Press, 2010. 
Blackburn, Simon. The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy. Oxford Paperback Reference. Rev. 2nd ed.  
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 
Bourriaud, Nicolas. Relational Aesthetics.  Dijon, France: Les presses du reel, 2002. 
Burroughs, W.S. Cities of the Red Night.  New York: St Martins Press, 2001. 
Coppola, Francis Ford. The Conversation. 1974; England: Studio Canal, 2011. videorecording, DVD. 
Cave, Nick The Love Song Lecture (Vienna Poetry Festival 1998)  
http://everything2.com/title/Nick+Cave%2527s+Love+Song+Lecture 
Cavell, Stanley. The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film.  Cambridge, MA, USA: 
Harvard University Press, 1979. 
George, Paul St. Sequences : Contemporary Chronophotography and Experimental Digital Art. 
Imagetime.  London: Wallflower, 2009. 
Hull, Thomas. Project Origami.  Florida, USA: CRC Press, 2013. 
Hulten, Karl Gunnar Pontus. The Machine, as Seen at the End of the Mechanical Age.  New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1968. 
Judd, Donald. Complete Writings 1959-1975.  New York: New York University Press, 1975. 
Kirk, G. S., and J. E. Raven. The Presocratic Philosophers: A Critical History with a Selection of Texts.  
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1957. 
Krauss, Rosalind. "Allusion and Illusion in Donald Judd." Artforum 4, no. 9 (1966): 24 - 26. 
  
67 
 
———. "Problems of Criticism, X: Pictorial Space and the Question of Documentary." Artforum 10, 
no. 3 (1971): 68 - 71. 
———. "Sense and Sensibility: Reflection on Post '60's Sculpture." Artforum 12, no. 3 (1973): 43 - 53. 
———. "A Voyage on the North Sea" : Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition". The Walter 
Neurath Memorial Lectures.  London: Thames & Hudson, 2000. 
Lacan, Jacques, and Anthony Wilden. The Language of the Self : The Function of Languages in 
Psychoanalysis.  New York: Dell Pub. Co., 1975. 
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The Primacy of Perception, and Other Essays.  Evanston, Ill: Northwestern 
University Press, 1964. 
Ranciere, Jacques. The Emancipated Spectator.  London: Verso, 2009. 
Resnick, Robert. Introduction to Special Relativity.  London: John Wiley & Sons, 1968. 
Rodin, Auguste, and Paul Gsell. Art : Conversations with Paul Gsell. Quantum Books.  Berkeley 
University of California Press, 1984. 
Sontag, Susan. On Photography.  Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1979. 
Stecker, R. Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art: An Introduction.  Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2005. 
Stevenson, Angus, and Catherine Soanes. Oxford Dictionary of English. 2nd ed.  Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005.  
 
  
68 
 
  
Appendix I: The motion blur 
 
While researching the subject of photography I feel it important to explain the 
philosophical importance that motion blur has for how I now understand the world. 
 
 
Image 57: Steaphan Paton Cloaked Combat 3 2013, Digital video still 
 
As a meditation I have often put myself to sleep contemplating Zeno’s arrow 
paradox.  It logically denies the reality I experience every day.  This seemingly 
impossible logical puzzle then leads my mind to reconsider all my rationalisations of 
the world and I am at rest. This mind game, conceived of in an almost pre-history of 
thought, still vexes philosophers. 
 
The premise of the arrow paradox is that if you shoot an arrow at a target it is 
impossible for the arrow to reach its target.  This is because to reach the target the 
arrow has to reach half way, to even reach half way the arrow has to get half that 
distance, to even get to this half – half way the arrow needs to travel half of that 
distance and so on, ad absurdum40. Following this logic it is impossible for the arrow 
to move as it always has a shorter distance it must travel first. This is one of the 
paradoxes Zeno, a student of Parmenides, presented to the world around 450BCE. 
                                                          
40
 Simon Blackburn, The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, Rev. 2nd ed., Oxford Paperback Reference (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008). 
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Paul St George writes, ‘We are implicitly asked to accept that the arrow is stationary 
or it is moving, that it cannot be both’41; for this reason it is also called the Dichotomy 
paradox. 
 
My resolution to this paradox is simple. In studying Muybridge’s photographs I found 
motion blurs.  Muybridge’s work is applicable to this discussion for many reasons but 
specifically in relation to Zeno’s paradox his blurs are a historical and ontological 
turning point.  By photographically isolating a body with articulated limbs I see 
different aspects of the same figure, some still and some in motion. These different 
aspects establish a head and torso clearly but a leg is blurred.  That blurred leg is 
the recording of multiple positions of that leg over the duration of the exposure.42  
The blurred leg is both still and moving in this picture.  This is Zeno’s paradox 
resolved. 
 
 
Image 58: Eadweard Muybridge Plate 658 Mule Ruth Kicking 1887, Photograph,  
                                                          
41
 Paul St George, Sequences : Contemporary Chronophotography and Experimental Digital Art, Imagetime 
(London: Wallflower, 2009), 14. 
42
 Robert Resnick, Introduction to Special Relativity (London: John Wiley & Sons, 1968), 78. 
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98 x 118mm 
 
To explain this fully I need to go into more depth. 
 
 A photograph is not an instant captured but a moment43.  This moment is a very 
short passage of time and can never practicably be reduced to an indivisible instant 
of time. This is important as photographs like Muybridge’s are often described as 
instants which, if true, would mean that time had actually stopped for the photograph, 
the precise illusion Muybridge strived so hard to achieve. 
 
The motion blur is an optical depiction of an object moving during the moment of a 
photograph.  This still image of a moving object has strange properties; the area of 
the photograph it covers is bigger than a still image of that object, the blur is semi-
transparent recording that the object was there and also that it was not.  
 
In the case of the Muybridge’s image above the leg is at its starting point, halfway, in 
its final position, and every possible position in between in the same moment.  Out of 
sequence we cannot see if the leg is moving forward or backward and that helps with 
this argument; the photograph observes only a blur, no order of positions is 
observed.   
 
This photographic blur of motion is a radically different conception of motion than 
that of a solid object moving from one point in space to the next.  In the terms of 
Zeno’s arrow paradox this phantom arrow is solid when relatively stationary, a 
transparent blur while it moves, and a solid form again when it sticks in the target.  
We observe an arrow dissolving and reappearing in different positions 
simultaneously through photography. 
 
In presenting photography to the public these early photographs caused an 
ontological shift: the blur in relation to its modern meaning – ‘a thing that cannot be 
                                                          
43
 George, Sequences : Contemporary Chronophotography and Experimental Digital Art, 14 - 18.  Paul St 
George argues that instants are impossible as they cannot be observed.  That however is logically inconsistent.  
An instant is a postulate and it is optically impossible to investigate photographically speaking as it requires 
time as part of the mechanics of photography. That does not in itself prove or disprove the concept of an 
instant.  It simply proves an instant is unobservable photographically. 
  
71 
 
seen clearly’44 - is different from its pre photographic meaning – ‘a smear that 
partially obscures something’.45  The change in definition is in fact a change in 
subject; where once a blur was a mark or smudge obscuring something, now it is a 
property of an object in relation to our vision. 
 
 
Images 59, 60: Im Dong Hyun: Olympic Competitor 2012, Photographs Thomson 
Reuters 
 
This is what Zeno must have observed; a blurred arrow, or at least he couldn’t 
clearly see the arrow in flight.  His attempts to rationalise this observation logically 
lead to the paradoxes he left us with.    
 
The blur in the modern sense was pre-photographically not thought of as a legitimate 
state for an object.46   The issues of meaning and value which are part of our 
everyday vision are inherent in this unconscious denial and come to have a 
metaphysical bearing.  The denial of the blur is what Zeno’s paradox exploits.  An 
arrow is not real unless we distinguish it clearly.  If we clearly see an arrow it cannot 
be in motion. However, now we can see that an arrow in motion is something else, a 
blur, both moving and still. 
 
In this new conception of the motion we see Zeno’s arrow does not simply move as a 
solid form from one position to another.  The arrow starts in the archers hand as a 
solid form. When it releases it loses its solidity becoming semi-transparent as it 
bypasses the limitations of its solid form and slides through the air as a ghost until it 
                                                          
44
 Stevenson and Soanes, Oxford Dictionary of English. 
45
 Ibid. 
46 Similarly, in the case of pre-photographic drawings of horse’s legs while galloping, an anatomically 
incorrect assumption of what the motion of the horse’s legs would be was used instead of the actual 
blur observed. 
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hits the target, rupturing the target with a momentum that exceeds its own stationary 
mass as it comes to rest again.  The arrow transforms in motion and gains 
momentum from the force provided by the bow which is then transferred into the 
target.47   
 
One explanation of this is Einstein’s special relativity:   Everything is basically 
energy.  Movement can transform objects, space and time.  This transformation is in 
relation to the bodies involved and their relative speeds. The exception to this rule is 
light which is basically just the transfer of energy without resorting to becoming a 
mass at all and is not relative but constant in its speed.48 This aspect of light is what 
a camera exploits when used to observe how light plays on objects. Thus if a horse 
stays still but I rotate the camera the horse is also transformed into a motion blur in a 
photograph.  This transformation is relative.  All objects are in a multitude of states in 
relation to a multitude of other relative positions. This also means if our shutter is as 
fast as the arrow the arrow will appear still. 
 
The modern technology we have can capture an image of an arrow, still, while in 
flight.  This again fits into basic relativity theory but allows it as a possible view equal 
to but not more or less true than the blurred arrow we see. 
 
It is the use of the photograph and the camera as phenomenological devices that led 
to this revelation.  The camera established the phenomenon of the motion blur in 
photographs.  People observed these blurs and while applying the observation to the 
photographic representations they saw, they also found that observation in objects in 
motion when viewed with their own eyes. They ontologically changed their 
understanding of blurs and motion in response to these images. And we now see 
and discuss blurs as real states of motion. 
 
Muybridge’s failure to entirely eliminate motion blur established motion blur as a 
physically observable aspect of reality.  Similarly Zeno established infinitum as a 
major theme in western thought by refuting the logical system that gave rise to 
                                                          
47
 Resnick, Introduction to Special Relativity, 131 -37.  
48
Ibid., 35 - 36.  
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infinity.  These earnest denials establish an intellectual framework for an observation 
that endures. 
Such ruminations on the nature of light, the observer, time, and movement may 
seem unrelated to art but it bears out strangely in the work I make, how I develop it 
and what it is intended to do when displayed. 
 
 
Image 61: Ciaran Begley Culbert Vs Floyer 2014, Contemporary's Contemporaries 
MCA staff Show, Sydney, 2014, 300 x 800 x 400mm 
 
My fascination with optics, the way we read objects and images, and my interest in 
the physics of light are combined in this work (above).  This work is the image of a 
bulb, projected by a slide projector through a set of altered lenses.  In this work I 
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have reengineered the projector’s optics to project the projector bulb itself as an 
image.  The image is in fact refreshing from one microsecond to the next. 
 
Although the light bulb and its projected image are separated by 2m these two light 
manifestations coexist.49 The driving force behind the work was to present something 
‘real’ that could be understood by a viewer with an understanding of how projectors 
work. The medium of the work becomes the subject of the work.  
 
 
Bibliography 
 
Cavell, Stanley. The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film.  Cambridge, MA, USA: 
Harvard University Press, 1979. 
Hull, Thomas. Project Origami.  Florida, USA: CRC Press, 2013. 
Krauss, Rosalind. "A Voyage on the North Sea" : Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition. The 
Walter Neurath Memorial Lectures.  London: Thames & Hudson, 2000. 
 
                                                          
49
 Ibid., 63.  Lorentz transformation equations show that time slows relatively as velocity increases.  In the case 
of a photon travelling at the speed of light time slows to a stop.  Thus the light emitting from the bulb and 
arriving on the wall (or anywhere else) are simultaneous relative to the light itself. 
 
